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ABSTRACT 
 The purpose of this qualitative dissertation was to gain a greater understanding of the 
lived experience of those who have chosen to leave the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 
Saints (LDS).  I used a criterion-based strategy to find participants.  I conducted five semi-
structured, in-person interviews with individuals who had willingly left the LDS Church.  The 
sample consisted of five Caucasian, middle-class individuals residing in Utah.  The mean age of 
the participants was 38.4 and had been out of the LDS Church for a mean of 8.2 years.  I 
constructed the study and analyzed the interview transcripts using the Interpretive 
Phenomenological Analysis (ITP) with the focus on understanding the phenomenon.  I found 
four main themes through the data analysis and organized them as stages in the process of 
disaffiliation.  The stages include religious affiliation, process of disaffiliation, internal impacts 
and external impacts.  Participants reported that although there were many benefits from 
disaffiliation, they also had many challenging experiences related to this decision.  Effects of 
LDS disaffiliation include strained family relationships and the loss of friendships.    
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INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to (a) gain a greater 
understanding of the lived experience of those who have chosen to leave the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), (b) provide psychologists with the knowledge 
necessary for understanding this experience and thus increase their ability to assist clients 
who may be going through this process, and (c) to add to the field of research on the 
psychology of religion.  In the following sections I will explore the research, and present 
the methods and the results of my study.  Finally, I will discuss the implications of the 
findings and discuss the limitation and future directions.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this section I explore the membership of the LDS Church, the reported problem 
the Church may be facing regarding the loss of membership.  I also discuss the 
importance of LDS beliefs in the lives of its members.  I explore the terms used in 
religious research to describe those leaving religions and define religious disaffiliation.  I 
present the factors contributing to disaffiliation, including higher education, family 
dynamics and age, as well as the difficulties faced in leaving a religion.  In addition, I 
present research specific to LDS disaffiliation and the limitations of the research. 
LDS Membership 
From its official beginning in 1830, the LDS Church began with six initial 
members and quickly increased its membership, with membership reaching 13,508,509 in 
over 28,000 congregations and 128 temples worldwide in 2008 (Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints, 2009).  The membership records account for new membership but the 
records do not reflect the numbers of individuals who leave the church.  Membership in 
the LDS Church is gained through the ritual of baptism.  The importance of membership 
is highlighted on the official LDS website by the following statement: “the baptism 
ordinance is a sacred covenant with eternal significance to individuals.  This covenant 
should not be lightly made and is not casually dismissed” (LDS, 2007, para. 7).  
Therefore, an individual retains his or her membership unless he or she is 
excommunicated due to serious sin or requests to have his or her name removed from 
church records (Ballard 1990).  Individuals who no longer attend church services or 
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choose to leave the church without formally removing their name from membership 
records are counted as members. Therefore, official church records cannot be used to 
ascertain the number of individuals who choose to leave the church. 
In a 2012 Reuters U.K. article (Henderson & Cooke, 2012) reported that the LDS 
Church is struggling to retain its members.  The authors reported that Marlin Jensen 
(official church historian) held a question-and-answer session in a religious studies class 
at Utah State University in 2011.  According to the authors, Jensen would not give the 
figures of those leaving. However, he did state that the numbers of those leaving have 
accelerated in the past 5-10 years and indicated that the rate of those leaving is possibly 
the highest since the early years of the church.  He also acknowledged that current 
technology and the availability of information via the internet may be adding to this 
problem and that, in an effort to retain its members, the LDS Church has begun a 
campaign called The Rescue, with a focus on the younger generation.  
The Pervasiveness of LDS Beliefs  
One issue in particular that may increase the difficulty in transitioning out of the 
LDS Church is the level of integration of religion in the members’ daily lives.  Loser, 
Klein, Hill, and Dollahite (2008) sought to explore the impact religion may have on the 
daily lives of LDS members in Utah.  Qualitative methods were utilized to capture rich 
data on this experience.  The sample included 224 members of 67 LDS married families, 
with the family size ranging from 3 to 15 members.  Loser et al. found that the majority 
of their participants regarded religion as central to their daily lives and that it was 
integrated into everything they did.  To highlight this integration one participant stated, “I 
think when the gospel is so much a part of your life it’s not like you separate it from other 
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things.  It’s just a part of everything” (Loser et al., 2008, p. 58).  The authors found that 
religion impacted the participants’ lives in four main systems, including individual, 
familial, social systems, and the physical environment of the home.  For example, the 
impact on the individual included a belief in the importance in having a personal 
relationship with God.  Participants noted that their clothing choices were greatly 
impacted by their religious beliefs as they sought to follow the church dress standards.  
Loser et al. found that religious beliefs impacted the participants’ views regarding the 
importance and purpose of the family, and impacted how they spent their time together.  
In addition, participants reported that their beliefs influenced how they decorated their 
homes, which involved the display of religious photos and objects around the home.  
Lastly, the participants indicated that their religious beliefs influenced their social lives, 
which often included attending church once a week, participating in additional church 
functions throughout the week, and serving in lay positions in the church.  In summary, 
the authors found that religion was highly integrated into all areas of the participants’ 
daily lives.     
In another study, Rothbaum (1988) described the experience of those who left 
highly integrated religious communities.  She reported that when an individual leaves a 
religion that was all encompassing (that is, the religion represented the individual’s 
religious world, social world, and personal identity), the individual is left feeling as if he 
or she has no foundation to stand on.  Such a person must create a new identity apart 
from the previous religion.  Although not specific to LDS communities, Rothbaum’s 
research highlights the struggle individuals may experience when leaving religious 
communities. 
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In sum, the LDS Church is a world-wide organization that may be struggling to 
retain many of its members.  Researchers have found that the LDS Church is often highly 
integrated into the lives of its members and Rothbaum’s (1988) study suggests that the 
process of leaving may be especially difficult for LDS members given the level of 
integration of religion in their lives.  These findings highlight the importance in gaining 
an understanding of the process of leaving the LDS Church and how this may impact the 
lives of those who leave.      
Definition of Disaffiliation 
Researchers have used several terms to define the process of leaving one’s 
religious group including religious switching, drop-out, disengagement, apostasy, and 
disaffiliation.  Religious switching describes the process of individuals choosing to leave 
one religion for another (Albrecht & Bahr, 1983; Sherkat & Wilson, 1995).  Drop-out 
describes someone who has stopped attending religious services for a length of time, 
whereas disengagement describes a temporary period of lesser religious attendance 
(Roozen, 1980).  Apostasy denotes someone who has denounced the truth (Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 2012) and, therefore, carries with it certain judgments 
regarding the individual’s choice.  Researchers have also used the term apostasy to 
describe a renunciation of all religious affiliations or a dropping away from religion of 
origin (Altemeyer, 2004; Hunsberger & Brown, 1984; Roozen, 1980; Sherkat & Wilson, 
1995; Zelan, 1968).  In contrast to the previously described terms, the term disaffiliation 
describes the status of those who cease to believe or renounce previously held religious 
beliefs (Albrecht & Bahr, 1983; Bahr & Albrecht, 1989; Bromley, 1991).  Disaffiliation 
has been used only to define leaving a religion and does not include actions taken after an 
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individual left, such as joining another religion or denouncing all religious beliefs. In this 
study, I use disaffiliation to describe an individual’s choice to leave one’s faith and the 
actions taken to end one’s affiliation.  I chose this term because it denotes the choice to 
leave a religious group without the negative connotations of terms such as apostasy or 
drop-out.   
Factors Contributing to Disaffiliation 
Many factors may lead to an individual’s choice to disaffiliate from his or her 
religion.  The pursuit of higher education has been found to be associated with 
disaffiliation.  Zelan (1968) found that, among graduate students, disaffiliation was more 
often associated with attending a college that fostered a “spirit of free inquiry” (p. 373).  
Zelan noted that free inquiry allows a critical look at the norms and values that are taught 
by one’s own culture, including religion, and presents alternative ways of thinking.  Thus, 
an educational environment that promotes critical analysis of one’s own beliefs and 
values, as well as those of society, may simultaneously provide the opportunity for 
individuals to evaluate their religious beliefs.  
 Family dynamics and family background can also impact an individual’s religious 
decisions.  Hunsberger and Brown (1984) surveyed 836 undergraduate students from an 
introductory psychology course at a university in Australia, using a 15-page questionnaire 
regarding religious background and religious orientation.  The authors found that 36% of 
participants had left their religion of origin and claimed no current religion at the time of 
the study.  Individuals who had disaffiliated tended to rate the importance of religion in 
their lives as less important than students who remained in their religion.  Participants 
who had disaffiliated also endorsed an enjoyment of intellectual discussion, described 
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themselves as intellectual, and held more liberal social and political views.  These 
participants also reported poorer relationships with their parents, both currently and in 
childhood, than students who remained in their religion.  Hunsberger and Brown 
concluded that having an intellectual orientation (i.e., an enjoyment of intellectual 
discussion and religious debates) and being self-defined as intellectually oriented were 
the two best predictors of disaffiliation and having no current religion.  
Other researchers have also examined factors that contribute to disaffiliation.  For 
example, Roozen (1980) sought to determine the factors that contribute to disaffiliation 
using the 1978 Gallup “survey of un-churched Americans” (p. 431).  He found that 
personal, contextual reasons, such as moving, change in job, change in schedule, or poor 
health, were the most frequent reasons for disaffiliation.  The author found age to be a 
factor in disaffiliation, as the highest disaffiliation occurred in the teenage years (15.5%) 
and the second highest level of disaffiliation occurred during the early 20s (9.1%).  
Roozen found that disaffiliation declined to 4.6-4.7% during the ages of 25-54 before 
decreasing even further in older age.  Roozen also found differences in relation to gender 
and education.  Specifically, males were more likely to end their engagement in religious 
services than were females.  Overall, researchers have found that higher education, age, 
family dynamics, and contextual reasons contribute as factors to disaffiliation in the 
general population.  However, LDS members have not been included in the general 
disaffiliation research and, therefore, it is important to investigate the literature specific to 
LDS disaffiliation.  
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LDS Disaffiliation 
Former members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) have 
been underrepresented in disaffiliation research.  One reason for this underrepresentation 
is that the majority of researchers have combined Protestant participants in one group 
(Roozen, 1980; Zelan, 1968).  As a result, researchers either did not identify LDS 
members or excluded them from the studies.  In addition, religious individuals and 
researchers (Abrams, 1996; Howlett, 2012; Johnson & Mullins, 1992) have had an 
ongoing debate regarding whether the LDS Church is a part of the Christian community, 
despite the LDS Church’s claim that its members are Christians (Robinson, 1998).  
Therefore, researchers may disagree about how to categorize LDS members and may 
exclude them.  Regardless of the reasons, LDS members are not typically identified and 
may be excluded in the general disaffiliation literature.  Therefore, in order to understand 
the LDS disaffiliation experience, one must look to literature specific to former LDS 
members.  However, there have been a limited number of studies focused on LDS 
disaffiliation to date and, as a result, very little is known about this phenomenon.   
Few researchers have explored the factors leading to LDS disaffiliation.  Albrecht 
and Bahr (1983) conducted two state-wide surveys in Utah, the first in 1980 and a second 
in 1981, inquiring about respondents’ past and current religious affiliation.  Albrecht and 
Bahr received 1,228 completed surveys from the first survey and 674 from the second.  
The authors reported that, for every five converts to the LDS Church, two were leaving, 
indicating that there may be a substantial number of individuals in Utah, and possibly 
elsewhere, who have left the LDS church.  The authors stated that future researchers 
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should focus on the experience of those who leave the LDS Church to gain a greater 
understanding of that phenomenon.  
Bahr and Albrecht (1989) later expanded on their original study (Albrecht & 
Bahr, 1983).  Using the original survey data, the authors identified respondents who had 
declared they were former LDS members.  These individuals were contacted requesting 
participation in an in-depth interview about their process of leaving the church.  The 
purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the process of disaffiliation of 
former LDS members.  The sample consisted of 20 participants who reported that their 
names remained on the LDS church rolls, and 10 who had been ex-communicated.  The 
most common reason for excommunication was a request to have their name removed 
from church records.  The authors reported that 20% of the participants had been highly 
involved in the religion, while the majority reported only marginal participation (Bahr & 
Albrecht, 1989).  The highly active members had been previously committed to the 
religion and reported experiences of seeking the truth.  The majority of these participants 
reported that they left due to “intellectual defection” (p. 197) after concluding that the 
“Mormon teachings were false” (p. 196).  These individuals reported stigmatization and 
labeling by others and described the process of leaving “as a struggle in which they were 
true to themselves and to equity and truth, usually at a great personal cost” (p. 197).  In 
summary, participants who were highly invested in the LDS church left after struggling 
with the religious doctrine and viewed this decision as having a great impact on their 
lives. 
In contrast to previously reported research on general disaffiliation, Merrill, Lyon, 
and Jensen (2003) found that higher education may not be a factor contributing to LDS 
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disaffiliation.  In fact, the authors found educational attainment among LDS members to 
be positively correlated with church attendance.  Results indicated that LDS members 
who attended weekly services were four times more likely to have attained higher 
education that those with lower church attendance.  These authors also found that, after 
adjusting for background factors, LDS members who attended church weekly were more 
likely to have obtained higher levels of education than other groups.   
Most recently, in their self-published survey, the Open Stories Foundation (2012) 
conducted a survey of former LDS members who acknowledged they no longer believed 
the church to be the one and only true church.  A total of 3,086 participants completed the 
online survey.  Results indicated that the majority of the participants had been highly 
active in the LDS Church prior to disaffiliating and many continued to attend despite no 
longer believing in the church.  Factors that influenced continued church attendance 
included the level of investment in the church prior to disbelief, being married, and being 
male.  The authors found that 20% of participants reported attending church services 
weekly, 24% reported attending occasionally, and 56% reported no longer attending 
services.  Several participants reported there was no place for them in the Church once 
they began struggling with their beliefs and they no longer felt comfortable attending.  
Participants noted an average of five to15 issues leading to disbelief.  The authors stated 
that, contrary to a popular belief among active LDS members the primary reasons for 
disbelief were not a desire to sin or being offended by others.  In contrast, the issues of 
concern were related to the LDS Church history and issues with church doctrine.  
Participants under the age of 30 reported that the church’s position regarding 
homosexuality, the doctrine of polygamy, and issues that arose when studying church 
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history, were the main issues leading them to disaffiliation.  A major issue for women 
who disaffiliated was the treatment and beliefs about women and a woman’s role.   
The Open Stories Foundation (2012) researchers also explored whom participants 
chose to disclose their disbelief to.  Results indicated that participants who had left the 
church were much more open about their beliefs than were those who continued to attend 
church services.  Participants were most likely to disclose to their spouse and closest 
friends, followed by their children, siblings, and parents.  Participants were less likely to 
disclose their beliefs to individuals who were further outside their inner circle of 
relationships, such as extended family, friends in general, and other church members.  In 
addition, participants were asked what the costs were for their disbelief.  A majority of 
participants (54%) reported that they experienced a high or extremely high cost in their 
spiritual life, mental health, relationships, or job and a few participants reported that their 
disbelief had led to a divorce.  
Finally, the Open Stories Foundation (2012) researchers found that, when asked 
to categorize their current religious identification, 53% considered themselves to be 
Agnostic/Atheist/Humanist, 6% considered themselves to be Mormon in addition to 
Agnostic/Atheist, 16% Mormon, Agnostic, 11% Christian, 2% Buddhist and 17% were 
Unsure/Undecided.  The finding that the majority of the participants were found to be 
Agnostic/Atheist/Humanist.  This is consistent with Albrecht and Bahr’s (1983) findings 
that 42% of participants identified their current religion preference as “no preference.”  
Albrecht and Bahr offered two hypotheses to explain this finding.  First, Albrecht and 
Bahr suggested that, in Utah, former Mormons may choose to avoid social ostracism by 
withdrawing quietly rather than by calling attention to their disaffiliation by joining 
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another church.  The second hypothesis was that the individuals continued to hold the 
LDS belief that all other Christian churches are inherently flawed and, as a result, did not 
affiliate with another religious community after their disaffiliation from the LDS church.   
Although the Open Stories Foundation (2012) survey offers many interesting 
findings, it has significant limitations.  The survey was self-published and has not gone 
through the peer review process.  The survey limited participation to those who indicated 
that they no longer believed the LDS Church to be the one true church, implying they did 
believe this to be true at one time.  While this is a teaching of the LDS Church, this may 
not be a belief held by all members.  Therefore, the survey may more accurately reflect 
the experience of individuals who had truly believed in the church prior to their 
disaffiliation.  In a recent podcast (Mormon Stories Podcast, 2013) the original author, 
John Dehlin, reported that he had developed the survey for the LDS Church to help them 
understand why individuals may be leaving the church.  When first published, the survey 
was authored by John Dehlin, a graduate psychology student at Utah State University at 
the time.  Mr. Dehlin was highly involved in the online community for those struggling 
with their LDS beliefs.  Mr. Dehlin was open about his own struggles with his beliefs and 
has since announced that he has returned to active LDS Church membership (Mormon 
Stories Podcast, 2013).  Since that time, Mr. Dehlin removed himself as the author and 
the authorship was turned over to Open Stories Foundation, a foundation whose members 
aim is to explore the religion through stories.  Given these events Mr. Dehlin and the 
Open Stories Foundation (2012) survey are somewhat controversial within online 
communities.  Despite these limitations, the results of the survey are consistent with Bahr 
and Albrecht’s (1989) findings that, for individuals who were strong believers, the 
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primary reasons for disaffiliation were issues with church doctrine and church history.  In 
addition, the results are useful in highlighting the need for further research on this topic. 
In sum, former LDS members have been excluded from, or unidentified in, 
general religious disaffiliation research.  Limited research has been conducted regarding 
LDS disaffiliation.  Researchers have found that nearly 20% of converts to the religion 
eventually leave (Albrecht & Bahr, 1983) and that for those who had a strong belief in 
the religious teachings the primary reason for leaving was due to disagreements with the 
church doctrine (Bahr & Albrecht, 1989).  Recent findings also indicate that concerns 
with church history and church doctrine tend to be the main issues that lead to LDS 
disaffiliation (Open Stories Foundation, 2012).  Researchers have found that the process 
is difficult, that the individuals who disaffiliate tend to feel that their decision came at a 
high cost, and that the majority of those who disaffiliate are likely to distance themselves 
from any religious institutions in the future (Bahr & Albrecht, 1989; Open Stories 
Foundation, 2012).  
Effects of Disaffiliation 
 The majority of disaffiliation research has been focused on the reasons for 
disaffiliation rather than on the impact that the decision to disaffiliate may have.  For 
example, Ebaugh (1988) described the process of a nun choosing to leave the convent.  
Ebaugh described the transition as a stage process in which the final stage was described 
as developing and adapting to the new role of an “ex.”  Ebaugh indicated that ex roles 
“constitute a unique sociological phenomena in that the expectations, norms, and identity 
of an ex role consists not so much in what one is currently doing but rather from 
expectations, social obligations, prejudices, and norms that hinge upon one’s previous 
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role” (p. 114).  This process involves disentangling oneself from the expectations and 
self-perceptions of the previous role.  In summary, although there has been limited 
research to date, the research suggests that disaffiliating from a highly demanding 
religion is a challenging process that involves creating a new identity and disentangling 
oneself from previous beliefs and expectations.  
Limitations of Existing Research 
As previously described, there has been limited research on LDS disaffiliation.  In 
addition, the authors of two of the studies were affiliated with the private, LDS-owned, 
Brigham Young University (Albrecht & Bahr, 1983; Bahr & Albrecht, 1989).  Although 
it is not a requirement to be a member of the LDS church in order to work for the 
University (Brigham Young University, 1969) and, while the authors did not 
acknowledge whether they themselves were LDS members, the perceived affiliation with 
the religion from which the participants had disaffiliated may have limited the 
information the participants felt comfortable sharing, and thus may have limited the 
researchers’ data.  Bahr and Albrecht (1989) noted that their affiliation with the LDS 
Church did appear to limit their participant pool to those who expressed less anger toward 
the LDS church, thus eliminating a group of interesting individuals who could potentially 
provide a greater richness to their data.   
In addition to the limited body of research, most of the previous researchers have 
examined the reasons or patterns for disaffiliation but did not focus on the lived 
experience of those individuals who choose to leave the LDS church.  According to 
Giorgi and Giorgi (2008), the aim of phenomenological research is to clarify lived 
experiences rather than reducing the phenomenon to a set of numbers or variables.  
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Although results from a qualitative study of this phenomenon may not be empirically 
transferable to other groups, the information gained can be important for the light it sheds 
on the larger context. 
In summary, LDS members have either been excluded from research or have been 
included with Protestant groups, thereby limiting the data available on LDS disaffiliation.  
Loser et al. (2008) reported that the LDS Church tends to be highly integrated into the 
lives of its members, and Rothbaum (1980) found that it is difficult to leave highly 
integrated religious groups.  In addition, the LDS doctrine teaches that turning away from 
the teachings of the Church is a very serious sin (Scharffs, 1992, para. 1).  These factors 
combined to create an environment where choosing to leave the religion becomes a 
serious decision.  There is limited research regarding the factors leading to LDS 
disaffiliation, and thus far no researcher has focused on the process of LDS disaffiliation.  
Thus, the purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of 
those of who have chosen to leave the LDS church.   
Purpose of the Current Study 
The LDS church may only lose its members through ex-communication or by 
individuals requesting to have his/her name removed from church membership records.  
Consequently, although Church membership records have shown an increase in overall 
membership each year (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 2009), it is unclear 
how many members fall inactive or leave the church without formally denouncing their 
membership.  The LDS Church does not release these statistics.  Therefore, the true scope 
of disaffiliation from the LDS Church is unknown.  In addition, the LDS Church is highly 
integrated into the daily lives of its members.  This high level of integration into the 
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members’ lives combined with the viewed seriousness of choosing to leave likely 
increases the difficulty in leaving the religion.  This highlights the importance of the role 
of research in discovering the number of individuals leaving the religion, as well as how 
this decision impacts their lives.  Therefore, the purpose of this phenomenological 
qualitative study was to (a) gain a greater understanding of the lived experience of those 
who have chosen to leave the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), (b) 
provide psychologists with the knowledge necessary for understanding this experience 
and thus increase their ability to assist clients who may be going through this process, and 
(c) add to the field of research on the psychology of religion.  As I demonstrate below, 
the LDS Church may be facing an exodus of many of its members.  Individuals leaving 
the LDS Church may face a particularly difficult transition due to several factors, 
including the level of integration in the church and the importance placed on maintaining 
church membership.   
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METHOD 
Research Design  
I chose to use a qualitative approach due to the limited nature of the research on 
this subject.  Crestwell (2013) reported that qualitative methods are used when an issue 
needs to be explored and when a detailed understanding of the issue is needed.  The 
purpose of the phenomenological method is to “capture as closely as possible the way in 
which the phenomenon is experienced” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008, p. 28).  The aim of the 
phenomenological approach is to illuminate the lived experience rather than to attempt to 
create a controlled environment in which the phenomenon could then be reduced to mere 
numbers (Smith, 2008). 
Phenomenology is based on a constructivist-interpretive philosophy of science in 
which reality is seen as being socially constructed, with many equally authentic realities.  
Morrow (2005) noted that the nature of the qualitative process is grounded in 
subjectivity.  In addition, Morrow noted that all research is subject to researcher bias and 
that bias can be managed in different ways.  In the phenomenological method, the 
researcher typically uses a journal to reflect on her or his thoughts, feelings and beliefs 
regarding the research topic.  This self-reflection is known as reflexivity.  After the 
researcher becomes aware of held biases, he or she actively brackets off, or sets aside the 
thoughts and ideas, in a process known as bracketing.  Qualitative researchers have also 
indicated that, in addition to reflexivity and bracketing, it is important for the researcher 
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to clearly communicate one’s assumptions, biases and experiences (Crestwell, 2013; 
Ponterotto & Grieger, 2007; Smith & Osborn, 2008).  
In the phenomenological method, the researcher determines the validity or 
trustworthiness of a study in a number of ways.  Researchers use reflexivity to 
acknowledge and reduce the biases that may exist.  Morrow (2005) described adequacy 
of the data as gathering data until the point of saturation, or the point at which no new 
information is obtained. Morrow indicated that sample size may not be a good 
determination of redundancy, but rather the quality of the interviews and variety of the 
evidence or using multiple sources of data is a better determination of the trustworthiness 
of the research.  Qualitative researchers often use participant checks in the form of a 
focus group as a validity check.  I did not conduct a focus group in this study due to 
concerns about confidentiality.  Instead, I utilized a reader to review and analyze the 
interview transcripts.  I kept the sample size for this study small, following the 
recommendations of Smith and Osborn (2008); in addition, I had difficulty in locating 
potential participants.  A final area of importance in achieving trustworthiness is 
adequacy of interpretation, which involves a thorough description of the analysis and a 
presentation of participant quotes (Morrow, 2005).  According to Morrow, providing 
information regarding the analysis and providing participants statement allows readers to 
determine the level of trustworthiness of the study.  
Consistent with the recommendations of Crestwell (2013), Ponterotto and Greiger 
(2007), and Smith and Osborn (2008), I kept a journal throughout this study in order to 
remain aware of my thoughts and feelings regarding my research.  I grew up in Utah and 
was raised in the LDS Church.  These experiences improved my understanding of the 
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culture my participants came from and allowed the interviews to flow without necessary 
stops to address terms and definitions specific to the LDS Church.  As a former LDS 
member, it was important for me to bracket off my own experiences of being raised in the 
church, as well as my experiences of leaving, in order to limit bias in my study.   
Sample 
 I employed criterion-based sampling to ensure a consistent sample.  Eligibility 
criteria for the sample were limited to individuals who: (a) were over the age of 18, (b) 
had at one time been a member of the LDS Church, and (c) had willingly disaffiliated 
from the church.  Consistent with previous research, the exclusionary criteria I utilized 
included the following: (a) those who had been dis-fellowshipped or excommunicated, as 
the decision to discontinue religion services was made by the church and not by the 
individual (Bromley, 1991); and (b) those who continued to attend LDS Church services.  
Pregnant women have additional protections in research and, in order to expedite the 
Internal Review Board approval of this study, I included pregnancy as an additional 
exclusionary criterion. 
My initial recruitment plan was to contact potential participants through ex-
Mormon websites and forums; however, I was unsuccessful in finding participants in this 
manner.  Therefore, I recruited participants via word of mouth.  I spoke with colleagues, 
friends and family regarding my research and shared my study flier indicating that they 
would share the flier with all who may be interested. Potential participants who were 
interested in participation contacted me personally.  Participants then referred others who 
they believed might be interested in participating.  I chose these recruitment methods 
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because former Mormons are a small social group in which individuals often know of 
others who have left the church.   
I kept the sample size small consistent with the phenomenological method 
(Creswell, Hanson, Clark, & Morales, 2007).  In addition, Smith and Osborn (2008) 
suggested that students should limit their sample to three to six participants to keep the 
study from becoming overwhelming, and stated that this sample size also allows for a 
sufficient amount of in-depth data.  The final sample consisted of five participants (two 
males and three females).  I scheduled two additional interviews; however, the 
individuals did not attend their scheduled interview appointment.  I conducted a sixth 
interview but the individual did not meet the criteria for inclusion because I learned 
during the interview that this individual was ex-communicated from the LDS Church and 
continued to attend services.  Consequently, I did not analyze the data from that interview 
for this study.   
The participants were between the ages of 29 to 53 years (M = 38.4), Caucasian, 
middle class, and had been out of the LDS Church for an average of 8.2 years, with a 
range from 3-12 years.  Of the five participants, four grew up in Utah; all lived in Utah at 
the time of the interview, all reported that they had been raised in the LDS Church, and 
all indicated that at least one side of their family had been in the religion for several 
generations  (for some of the participants this included Mormon pioneers). 
Data Collection 
 I conducted individual semi-structured interviews in a private space; when 
possible, the space was selected by the participants.  The interview sites included a 
university library, a private space at a coffee shop, a participant’s home, and a 
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participant’s office.  The interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, and were audio-
recorded for the purposes of the study.  At the outset I explained the general purpose of 
the study to the participants, and obtained their informed consent (see Appendix A).   
I used a semi-structured interview format, as it is the chosen method for 
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) outlined by Smith and Osborn (1998).  A 
semi-structured interview allows the researcher to gain a greater understanding of the 
personal experience of each participant.  In IPA the researcher creates a list of questions 
that he/she is interested in learning more about.  However, the list is used to guide the 
interview and should not be used to dictate the interview.  These authors encouraged the 
researcher to follow the participant into other areas of interest.  I created a list of initial 
questions and possible follow-up questions to guide the interviews.  As an assignment for 
a qualitative research course, I conducted a pilot interview with a participant who had left 
the Catholic Church.  Through that interview, I was able to determine whether the 
questions were sufficient to elicit the participant’s experience (Smith & Osborn, 2008). 
I began the interviews with initial demographic questions (see Appendix B).  
Following the demographic questions, I asked participants a set of questions regarding 
their experiences leaving the LDS church and the impact those experiences had on their 
lives.  The questions I asked were from a list of questions developed during the pilot 
study prior to the interview (see Appendix C).  Examples of questions I asked included 
What was your experience in the LDS Church? and What has been your experience in 
leaving the LDS Church?  Consistent with IPA (Smith & Osborn, 2008), I asked follow-
up questions on an as-needed basis to gain further clarity regarding the participants’ 
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experiences; these were either questions I previously created or questions elicited by the 
interview itself. 
One issue that arose for me during the interviews was how to handle disclosure of 
my own experiences.  Four of the five participants asked either at the beginning or at the 
end of the interview why I was interested in the subject or asked outright whether I had 
left the LDS Church.  Researchers Eide and Kahn (2008) wrote about the ethical issues 
that can arise in qualitative research.  They stated that in qualitative inquiry the researcher 
must find participants, convince them of the importance of their participation and build 
rapport.  The questions I received from the participants were an effort to know what angle 
I might be coming from and to see if they could trust me.  In each instance I had to 
determine the level of disclosure that was needed to build trust and rapport while also 
attempting to avoid creating bias the data.  However, given the constructive-interpretive 
philosophy not disclosing important information about me would also bias my 
participants, and given my understanding and knowledge of the LDS Church they would 
likely assume I was LDS and may not feel comfortable sharing their full story and may 
have limited what they felt comfortable disclosing.  If asked directly whether I had left 
the LDS Church I answered honestly that I had; however, I did not give details regarding 
my own experience.  When asked why I was interested in the topic, I noted that I had 
grown up in Utah and, given my experience with the church, I had become interested in 
those who leave the church.  
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 
 I followed the Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) method (Smith & 
Osborn, 2008) to analyze the transcripts.  I audio-recorded and transcribed each 
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interview.  I analyzed each interview individually before moving on to the next interview.  
The nine steps I completed for analysis were as follows: 
1. I read the interview to become familiar with the transcript.  
2. I made notes in the left-hand margin of the transcript about anything that stood out as 
interesting or seemed important.  
3. I noted emerging themes in the right-hand margin of the transcript.  In this step I 
transformed the notes from Step 2 into clear and concise phrases that captured the 
meaning of what was being communicated.  These themes may include a higher form of 
extraction. 
4. I typed out the emergent themes and analyzed that list for commonalities or connections 
between the themes.   
5. I arranged the themes to create clusters of similar themes. 
6. The themes clusters were checked with the transcript to ensure that they fit with the 
words of the participant.   
7. I created a table of the themes and an identifying heading for each cluster of themes.  The 
heading encapsulated the meaning of the related subthemes and noted where in the 
transcript the subthemes were derived.  
8. I repeated Steps 1 through 7 for each transcript.  
9. I created a master list of themes that incorporated the themes list from all five interviews.   
After I completed the analysis, a reviewer also completed each of these steps with 
all five transcripts as a reliability check.  This reviewer is not LDS and has never been 
affiliated with the church.  I incorporated his findings into the final list of themes. 
  
 Stages of Disaffiliation 
 The results are organized into 
participants’ experience of disaffiliation.  
subthemes, which I will be 
Figure 1   
Stages of Disaffiliation from the LDS 
Note.  The three stages of LDS disaffiliation are shown in the figure.  Each stage also 
includes subthemes that further describe 
Religious Affiliation
Full integration  in 
the LDS Church
Positive religious 
experiences
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In the interviews I asked the participants to describe their experience in the LDS 
Church and their process of disaffiliation.  The participants’ accounts centered around 
three main themes: religious affiliation, process of disaffiliation, and consequences, both 
internal and external.  
Religious affiliation.  The first stage was religious affiliation.  I have used the 
term religious affiliation to describe the involvement in the LDS Church and it consisted 
of two subthemes, including (a) full integration in the LDS Church, and (b) positive 
memories of religious involvement.  Quotes were included to illustrate each of these 
subthemes.  
Full integration in the LDS Church.  As discussed previously, all participants 
were raised in the LDS Church.  All of the five participants reported that their lives had 
been fully integrated in the LDS Church and four of the five participants described this 
integration by stating that church was all they knew.  For example, one participant 
described this experience by saying:  
So I was born and raised [in the church] and I was born and raised here in [town 
in Utah] so it was very cultural, too. All my friends were Mormon. I really didn’t 
know anyone that wasn’t.  It was really my whole life, I looked forward to girls’ 
camp every summer, I read the scriptures regularly and um… I remember as a kid 
never questioning whether it was right, it was just what we did. 
 
Another participant provided the following description about experiences of 
integration in the LDS church: 
Growing up we were, my family was pretty active in the church, and growing up 
it was mostly fine, it was all I knew. I didn’t have a frame of reference, so it was 
just something I did, so I have good memories from when I was a kid. 
 
These statements indicate that the LDS Church was fully integrated into the 
participant’s lives.  Their religious beliefs seemed to impact all areas of their life.  For 
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these participants, the LDS church was a part of their history, as their families had been 
in the church for generations and for several of the participants their families were a part 
of the church from the beginning.   
Positive religious experiences.  A second subtheme of positive religious 
experiences emerged under the theme of religious affiliation.  Five of the five participants 
reported having many positive experiences in the LDS Church, especially during 
childhood, on which they looked back with fondness.  The participants expressed 
thankfulness about being raised in the LDS Church.  These memories were described by 
one participant who stated: “I really loved the church until I left. I really did.” 
Participants also reported that, although they no longer believe in the teachings of 
the LDS Church, they were grateful for their experiences.  Another participant described 
this by saying: “You know, it was a great… You know, I don’t hate the things that I 
experienced.  I look back and I learned so much because of the experiences I had in the 
church.”   
Despite leaving, the participants expressed that they also had many positive 
experiences in the LDS Church and wanted it to be understood that they appreciated their 
time in the church.  This may be indicative of where these participants are in their process 
of disaffiliation, or alternatively, may reflect a desire to be seen as different from those 
who leave the LDS Church and continue to be publically vocal about their negative 
feelings towards the church.   
Process of disaffiliation.  I also asked the participants to describe their process of 
leaving the LDS Church.  Several subthemes emerged from their stories.  This process 
was similar in each story, but did not always follow a linear path.  For some participants, 
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an event occurred that led them to begin to explore their beliefs; for others, it was a 
logical step in their process of self-discovery and maturation.  I have broken this process 
into three subthemes as described below.  
Explored belief system.  As previously described, the participants reported that 
the LDS Church was highly integrated in their daily lives.  This integration included 
believing the teachings of the LDS Church.  All of the five participants reported that they 
struggled when beginning to explore their beliefs.  They used the phrases “seeds of 
doubt” or “opened my eyes” to describe this step.  As one participant described this stage, 
he reported feeling that as he grew up there was an expectation to be a Republican.  He 
reported that when he turned 18 he began to volunteer for environmental groups and 
became more active politically.  He reported that these experiences created more 
awareness about politics and he started to question his previous Republican beliefs: 
You know, if I questioned that (political beliefs) then I found myself questioning 
other things, and also at that same time I was at school I was studying.  I wanted 
to be a history teacher at the time, so I was studying history and I started to, um, 
read about the Mormons in the mid-west  and reading third party or unbiased 
reported, and finding out how it did not match up with the version that I got 
growing up. That also started putting a seed of doubt. 
 
The catalyst for exploring their belief system varied among the participants; 
however, the experience of questioning their beliefs was consistent.  The participants in 
their 30s reported that the decision of whether to go on a mission was an important 
decision, as it represented a crossroads that would impact their life.  It provided the 
opportunity to reflect on their beliefs.  One participant explained: “I thought, I’m either 
going to go on a mission or, because I believe this and I want to help others find the truth, 
or if I don’t believe it and I’m gonna leave the church.  It was pretty drastic.” 
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 Another participant reported questioning his beliefs prior to the age of 19, but 
when asked if he considered going on a mission he stated: 
I did [consider going on a mission] but really seriously.  I remember I got, was it 
an application, or a medical?  Something… I know I went to the doctor and got a 
physical, and I went to the dentist and got my wisdom teeth removed, which 
you’re supposed to do. Um, and I think that was more in case I did decide to go, 
which was kind of… I was so wishy-washy about that, but I ended up not [going]. 
 
The other two participants reported that exposure to religious beliefs outside the 
LDS Church led them to explore their belief system.  One participant reported exploring 
her beliefs when she discovered that the church was unable to help when her family 
experienced a crisis.  She stated she found religious counseling for her child outside of 
the church and received a negative reaction from her church and her family.  She stated: 
“So it was just little things like that that I just had to slowly step back and go wait a 
minute, this does not feel right.  It’s just um, so it’s been gradual…” 
 The final participant reported that her exploration began when she was exposed to 
an anti-Mormon television show that challenged her beliefs.  She stated: 
It was weird for me, and my husband started watching it and I didn’t want to 
watch because he said it was anti-Mormon and they [LDS Church] taught to never 
listen to anything anti-Mormon and which everything is anti-Mormon that isn’t 
from the church.  And so I didn’t want to listen to it at first, but I’d overhear him 
[her husband] listening to it and it really made me curious… You know he 
[television host] could relate and struck a nerve and at first and I didn’t really like 
him because it was confronting everything I believed in. 
 
 Consistent with previous research, the participants expressed concern with the 
church doctrine and although each participant may have started with a different issue they 
each determined that LDS Church was no longer for him or her.  One participant 
described the questioning process by stating: 
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Once you see a crack [in the doctrine] and you start to check it out yourself, oh 
my goodness, it’s like a can of worms.  That’s what I hear from many, because I 
associate with a lot of ex-Mormons, that it just took that one thing and so much 
more came out when they started looking into, so that’s what I hope for my 
family. 
 
 Pressure to conform to LDS standards.  A second subtheme emerged through my 
analysis, which was that, after the participants began exploring their belief systems, four 
of the five participants reported they experienced pressure from other LDS members to 
stop questioning and to conform to the LDS standards, which includes following the 
teachings faithfully.  One participant described her experience by stating:  
I had a couple of interactions with my bishop [lay pastor] … I would genuinely ask 
questions that bothered me… and the response I got was always kind of um, glossing 
over the surface and “don’t worry about that, it’s not a big deal. 
 
 Another participant described his experience of the pressure.  He stated that he 
had decided to no longer attend seminary (non-credit religious classes in 8th grade 
through high school in areas of Utah, Arizona, and Idaho) when his seminary teacher 
warned him by stating:  
Oh well, I will call the Stake President [a lay leader, higher position than a bishop] and 
have him meet with [the participant], you know.  And I, at that time had investigated 
enough that I knew if I refused to meet with the Stake President then that was grounds for 
excommunication and I didn’t want that to happen for myself or for my mother. 
 
 The participants reported experiencing this pressure during the time when they 
were questioning, as well as once they officially left the LDS church.  Some of the 
participants indicated that they felt more pressure once they left, as they had kept their 
questioning private from others prior to leaving.  As the participants began to question 
their beliefs, other individuals began to worry that they were no longer following the 
teachings of the church fully and, therefore, put pressure on the participants to stop 
questioning their beliefs and to return to their previous faithfulness.  This pressure 
30 
 
seemed to lead to a decision point for many of the participants, as they felt they needed to 
choose one path or the other.  For those individuals who were interviewed, their ultimate 
decision was to leave the LDS Church.  
Decided to leave religion.  As the participants continued to explore their beliefs 
each of the five participants came to the decision that they no longer believed in the LDS 
Church or that the church was no longer a place where they belonged.  For some of the 
participants, the process of questioning lasted several years before they came to this 
decision, whereas for others it was a matter of months.  Participants described this 
decision as a scary yet liberating decision:   
I kind of tried to deny it for a while, but you know, I slowly just had to accept it.  
But it wasn’t too dramatic, just kind of a few moments there when I was first kind 
of questioning it, but once I came to the realization and kind of accepted it, it was 
probably more comforting.   
 
Another participant described the experience in the following way: 
I gave it a year.  I’m a goal setter.  I gave it a year.  On my 20th birthday I said um, 
you know, I’m gonna give it a year because at 21 I can put in my papers, I can go 
on a mission.  And I really gave it 9 months and then that last 3 months when you 
put in your papers and everything and that was part of it, but I was planning on it, 
but already at that 9-month point I realized that I wasn’t wanting to go on a 
mission and I was probably going to leave the church and in another 3 months and 
I gave it literally 12 months and um… And I felt that was a good amount of time, 
after 20 years of really blind obedience, you know to, really consider if I believed 
or not.  And it was, it wasn’t a strong feeling of like, you know, “the spirit is 
guiding me that this isn’t true.”  It was just logically, you know I didn’t feel 
anything.  This isn’t the truth, you know, something like that. 
 
One participant reported that after years of questioning the decision came in an 
instant, which he described by stating:  
I did continue to attend church with my mother and my sister throughout high 
school until I was 18 and uh I specifically remember there was a, there was a talk 
that was being given by this man and uh… I can’t remember exactly what it was 
at, but I do remember I knew the history of this man.  He was the Stake Patriarch 
and um, my father had told me before that he had been known to make racist 
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remarks in the High Priest Quorum. And so when he was up there I was just 
like… When he was up there I was just like, “I’m done.  This is not for me.”  And 
when I walked out I knew I was never coming back again. 
 
 As participants began to have questions regarding their faith they began to 
experience doubt.  Initially, they were able to push their doubts aside and continue in 
their religion; however, as more doubts and questions arose, they were no longer able to 
continue to push the doubts aside.  One participant described this experience in the 
following way: 
I would go because I felt guilty.  It was always still that… Oh, even after I moved 
out and separated [from my husband] I was like  “You know, I have to show up at 
least once a month so I won’t be on the inactive list,” or you know just that stupid 
shame, guilt, and blame and I just went “you know, this is not really who I want 
to be.”  And I would sit in there going, “This doesn’t feel right anymore, and it 
doesn’t feel”…  It didn’t feed me. 
 
Consequences - Internal.  The experience of leaving the LDS Church led to 
positive and negative consequences in the participants.  The term internal was used to 
describe the consequences related to the views of self and religious beliefs.  The term 
external was used to describe the consequences dealing with the participants experience 
with those around them.  As the participants distanced themselves from the LDS Church, 
they began to develop autonomy from the church, felt an increase in self-assurance, 
experienced a fear of being misled again, and developed negative beliefs regarding the 
LDS Church.  These sub-themes will be explored in the following subsections.  
Autonomy from the LDS Church.  Following the decision to leave, the 
participants needed to develop their own beliefs and all of the five participants described 
building autonomy from the church.  They often reported a feeling of freedom following 
their decision to leave; however, they also reported that this was a continual process of 
discovering who they are and what they believe.  Participants reported feeling that they 
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were now in charge of their lives in a way not experienced prior to leaving.  One 
participant stated: “Yeah, overall I’m happy. I’m in a better place now. I feel like I have 
more freedom and I’m more at peace with things…” 
Another participant described the experience by stating: 
It’s just a lot of expectations that just are really stupid, but it’s how you’re born 
and raised, but you know I kind of compare it to a polygamous family.  You 
think, “Why do they put up with that? Why do they sit there and let this happen?”  
It’s just what you’re born into and it’s your culture and so when you step out of it 
it’s a little… You kind of get to decide who you really are because you don’t 
really get to know who you really are inside [in the church]. 
 
 Another participant stated:  
I think it was liberating, but it was also scary to be in charge of your whole life… 
I think a lot of people don’t want to do that.  Um it’s really nice and comforting to 
put the responsibility on someone else, but um, but I’d say I’ve pushed very far to 
the extreme side where I do take responsibility and try to analyze when I make 
mistakes or when things go well, how to do that again or how to improve on that.  
And I like it, but it is hard. I think it…  You know how they say ignorance is bliss 
and I wish sometimes I could be ignorant, but I can’t help but try and figure out, 
you know, and always question… 
 
  Participants reported feeling a greater sense of freedom to decide what rules they 
would have for themselves and a greater freedom to explore physical experiences.  In 
describing the benefits of leaving, one participant reported: 
There are a lot less rules.  I enjoy some of the… superficially some of the things I 
couldn’t do in the church.  I enjoy sex and I feel like that was something that was 
prohibited and I wouldn’t have gotten to experience as much beauty and wonder 
as I have already… I feel like there’s a lot of things in the world I want to try… 
 
 Another participant stated: 
 
I feel like it’s freed my relationships with other people…  I feel like there’s an 
authenticity to my life that wouldn’t have been granted through Mormonism…  
I’m open to sexual relationships that I would not be inside of Mormonism, that 
you know, are really nice. 
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 Overall, participants felt a sense of freedom in leaving the LDS Church that they 
had not experienced before.  They felt free to discover who they are and how they wanted 
to live their lives. 
 Increased self-assurance.  Another internal consequence that was salient to all 
five participants was a feeling of positivity about themselves.  One participant stated: “I 
think I’m a better person for it, definitely.  I think I’m more open-minded and free 
thinking than I would have been if I stayed in it (the LDS Church).”  Similarly, another 
participant reported: “I feel like I’m able to think about questions, philosophical 
questions in a way that Mormonism doesn’t, isn’t open to, and those are questions and a 
way of thinking that’s really important to me.” 
Fear of being misled.  One interesting subtheme was the overwhelming fear of 
being misled.  Three of the five participants expressed a fear of being misled in the future 
by religion and were very wary of anyone who stated that they know the truth.  For 
example, one participant expressed this fear: 
I thought, well why would God create, why would God send us to earth to judge 
us, if, if he’s judging us based on our ability to pick a specific group when there 
are so many choices and no real way to know which one is the right one to choose 
other than just trust what people say…  Well, a part of me did feel like I was lied 
to. I do kind of feel like I was given propaganda, but I don’t have, but I don’t 
have, I don’t know if I have a bitterness about that.  Maybe I do, but I don't think I 
do because I kind of assume that that is what churches do.  The other churches 
probably do the same thing.  They give history that makes them look better.  They 
only talk about the stuff they want to talk about.  
 
 Four of the five participants reported they considered themselves to be either a 
agnostic or atheist, and one participant moved from Mormonism to Christianity.  One of 
the participants who expressed agnostic beliefs stated he had recently joined the Baha’i 
faith, but he stated he had a desire to belong to a spiritual community that allowed a high 
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degree of freedom of religious beliefs.  All participants expressed a fear of joining 
another religion and fear that they would be misled.   This can be seen in one 
participant’s statement: 
When I was in the church I felt like it was, if there was a true church and God and 
things like that, it was the Mormon Church and I still feel that way and I don’t 
know if that was just because of how I was raised, but I feel like if there was a 
true church it’s Mormonism, but I don’t believe in it at all. 
 
Another participant described this experience in the following statement: 
I believe the bible and I see…  I know a lot of people have turned even to atheism 
because they feel burned and I understand that because there was a bit of being 
gun-shy because how do I find a church.  I’m not sure I trust any church I go to, 
you know.  And the minute they ask for anything from me I’m like, I need to go 
somewhere else.  It was scary for me to make any kind of commitment, alright 
I’m going to join this church or donate money to a church of anything.  I just 
don’t want to be taken. 
 
Negative beliefs regarding LDS Church.  All of the five participants expressed 
anger and resentment toward the LDS Church and held negative beliefs about the LDS 
Church.  Their frustration was aimed in many directions at different intensities.  In 
describing his feelings about the LDS Church, one participant stated: 
I don’t respect it…  It’s just politics wrapped around the metaphysics…  I don’t 
find them to be creating a kind of world that I would want to live in, and if I had 
children wouldn’t want them to live in, and that’s the thing I see Mormons 
creating.  So I don’t respect them.  I think of them as just like a bad corporation, 
with many holdings. 
 
 Another participant reported that prior to leaving he attended a university that for 
him represented the LDS Church.  He had left the school just before graduating and upon 
starting at a new university had to complete his degree at the former university.  He 
stated: 
I left and was like; I don’t want to finish this degree because I don’t want a degree 
from here.  Like I want nothing to do with this place because it carries that kind of 
psychological weight about Mormonism tied up with it for me…  I was told that I 
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would no longer qualify for financial aid because I had too many credits because I 
was carrying over all those (previous credits) so I had to finish that degree and so 
I uh, I finished that degree and I burned the diploma. 
 
   This participant had worked for years to graduate from college and instead of 
celebrating he chose to burn the visual representation of his hard work.  This statement 
shows the level of anger that some hold for the LDS Church once they leave. 
 Participants expressed sadness and resentment about the beliefs taught by the 
LDS Church and the requirement of faithful obedience.  One participant expressed this 
idea: 
It grieves me that they [LDS members] are all being so deceived.  You know, 
because they have this, um, one verse in the bible that really stuck with me is that 
Paul is talking about the Pharisees, you know the righteous Jews, is that they had 
zeal for God, but they don’t have the knowledge and it’s like, that was me 
because I wanted to please God.  That’s how I see my family.  They’re working 
and doing all these things, but they’re just going off in this wrong direction, 
following a con artist. 
 
 Another participant stated expressed a similar frustration with his/her family 
members following the church teachings without questioning.   
 It’s really kind of frustrating because my whole family, my dad is probably the 
most level headed and my siblings they’re all in Utah County.  They all moved to 
Utah County. They’re all hardcore.  I feel like they’re all brainwashed.  They’re 
kind of like zombies to me…I know it’s condescending, but I can’t help it, 
because they all follow the same line. They all do what they’re supposed to do 
and they complain about it, which drives me crazy.  
 
Consequences – External.  In addition to the internal consequences described 
above, participants reported experiencing external consequences after disaffiliating from 
the LDS Church.  This theme highlights the impact this decision had on the participant’s 
social relationships and will be broken down into two subthemes, strained family 
relationships and changes in relationships of choice. 
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Strained family relationships.  All participants reported experiencing difficult 
family relationships after leaving the LDS Church.  The participants reported that their 
familial relationships became strained once they began questioning their beliefs and 
worsened when they left the church.  Part of the strain included a lack of openness in 
their relationships and a familial avoidance of talking about their religious beliefs.  One 
participant expressed this in the following way: 
It kind of sucks, um.  We don’t, it’s funny, we don’t talk about that [leaving the 
church] at all in my family.  I’ve actually joined another faith and no one in my 
family even knows, and it hasn’t even been brought up in like 15 years or so.  So I 
don’t even really know what they think.  They might think it’s still a phase and 
I’ll come back.  They might have accepted that I’m gone and they just don’t want 
to deal with it.  I don’t know if they’re distraught about that or if they’re cool 
about that because I’m still living a happy, good life. 
 
 Another participant described the LDS church as a wedge between the participant 
and his/her family: 
I feel like I do feel close to my sisters, um, especially my twin, which I think is 
really weird because we’re…  We have a lot of views in common and yet 
somehow the church is a really big, you know, cavern between us. 
 
 One participant related integration of the church to his/her strained relationships 
with his/her family:  
They’ll just say little things and so that I know they kind of know, but they don’t 
quite know what to say.  Maybe it’s just me changing, so I, maybe it’s not them 
that’s changed, maybe it’s me that’s changed.  I’ve never really thought about 
that, but it, it’s kind of been that world that if you’re not, if you don’t have that 
church thing to talk about all the time…   and that’s the only conversation they 
know how to have. 
 
 Another participant described struggling with family relationships due to the 
differences in their beliefs:  
That’s how I see my family, they’re working and doing all these things, but 
they’re just going off in this wrong direction, following a con artist and so it hurts 
37 
 
and it’s hard to not say anything. so that’s another kind of wedge, but then if I do 
say something that also drives a wedge. 
 
Positive and negative changes in relationships of choice.  All participants also 
reported changes in their relationships of choice, which include friendships and romantic 
relationships.  Four of the five participants reported they lost friends when they left the 
church, but also stated that they distanced themselves from their LDS friends as they no 
longer believed they had much in common.  One participant stated: 
It’s hard because about the time I graduated high school…  So my buddies I grew 
up with, they went on mission and went to college.  I went to college, but I went 
my own way, and kind of ended up with a new crowd and I kind of lost track of 
pretty much everyone. 
 
Another participant described negative reactions from friends after leaving the 
LDS church: 
There were disputes with friends.  My friends were like, “You should come back 
to Mormonism,” and like one friend called me while he was on his mission and it 
was on Mother’s Day and he was like, “You should reconsider coming back to 
Mormonism” and I was just, “Get off the phone, this is ridiculous.  Call your 
Mom,” you know… He would write me on his mission.  And uh, it was after…  
At one point I wrote him while he was on his mission and I said, “If you feel like 
you’re going to need to talk about this every time we talk, then don’t talk to me 
anymore.” and he didn’t. 
 
In contrast, three of the five participants also found that they became “safer” to 
friends who were questioning their own beliefs or for those who were struggling with 
their faith.  They saw this as a positive outcome from their decision to leave.  One 
participant described positive reactions from friends: 
 It’s just opened my world to knowing that there’s so much out there that I 
didn’t understand and I wasn’t safe for a lot of people because of the judgment, 
uhh, I just loathe, you know because there’s a lot of people out there who are 
really hurting and don’t know where to go and it’s…  The church is not a safe 
place to expose your…  If you’ve had that stuff [abuse] going on they don’t know 
what to do with you except say, “Wow, we’re sorry, pray some more, fast some 
more, let’s have another blessing.”  You know, it just doesn’t work. It’s not that 
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good, I mean it’s a start, but there’s just…  I don’t know.  It’s just been a nice 
transition to step back and go “wow.” 
 
One participant left the LDS Church with her husband and found her marriage to 
have improved due to leaving: 
Our marriage has been so much better with…  You know in Mormonism if you’re 
going to be married forever then he better behave and he’s thinking, “Well, she 
better behave,” you know.  So it, so there was pressure to keep tabs on each other 
and make sure the other person was doing what they were...  At least from my 
perspective, and now we’re not, it’s like we don’t have to solve it.  We give it to 
God and he can change our hearts immediately. 
 
 Overall, the decision to leave the LDS Church is a difficult decision that has long-
lasting effects on the lives of those who leave.  This can be seen in the quotes from the 
participants.  Even though the participants had left on average 8.2 years prior to 
interviews, they responded to the study fliers in a desire to share their story. 
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                                             DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the experience of 
disaffiliation from the LDS Church.  This process was explored through individual 
interviews with adults who reported they have left the LDS Church.   
Summary of Results and Implications 
The experience of leaving the LDS Church is a difficult one for individuals who 
were raised in the religion and can be summarized in three main themes: religious 
affiliation, process of disaffiliation, and consequences. 
Religious affiliation.  The initial stage of the process is religious affiliation.  The 
participants were born and raised in the LDS church and had many positive experiences 
in the church.  For many years it was all they knew.  Many of the participants reported 
they did not even know anyone who was not a member of the LDS church.  Their lives 
were highly intertwined with the LDS Church, and participants reported having many 
fond memories of the church in their childhood and expressed thankfulness for their 
experiences.  These findings are consistent with Loser et al. (2008), who found that the 
LDS Church tends to be highly integrated into the lives of its’ members.  These findings 
were also consistent with findings from Open Stories Foundation (2012), who found that 
the majority of the participants were highly involved in the church, as noted by the years 
of church activity and the number of lay church positions.  However, the findings were 
not consistent with the study by Bahr and Albrecht (1989), who organized the 
participants into types of disaffiliates indicating their previous level of integration in the 
LDS Church and concluded that the majority of those who leave the LDS Church “were 
never truly in the church” (p. 193).  It is likely that both findings are accurate as those 
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who only attend church occasionally may have an easier time leaving a religion as 
compared to strong believers.  Bahr and Albrecht (1989) reported that those who were 
angry or bitter towards the LDS Church were more likely to refuse to participate in their 
study.  The difference between these studies is that Bahr and Albrecht (1989) actively 
requested participation from individuals who had answered a mail-in survey following 
their answers on the census, whereas the study conducted by Open Stories Foundation 
(2012) and I sought out individuals who volunteered themselves as participants and, as a 
result, it can be assumed that they were interested in sharing their experience.  
For those participants (four out of five) who grew up in Utah, this integration was 
likely enhanced by the area they lived in.  Utah has the highest population of LDS 
members in the world, with 62.2% of the population in the state being LDS and some 
counties in Utah having over 80% of the population identifying as LDS (Canham, 2012).  
The high integration of the LDS Church in the participants’ lives indicates that the 
decision to leave the church was likely a difficult decision with many important 
consequences (Rothbaum, 1988).  I found that to be the case with the participants in this 
study. 
Process of disaffiliation.  At some point in their lives each participant was faced 
with a crisis in his or her faith.  They each faced many internal questions regarding their 
religious belief system including questions regarding church doctrine and the official 
church history.  One teaching of great importance is the belief that the leaders of the 
church are ordained by God; therefore, questioning or criticizing the leaders or the words 
of the leaders was discouraged and, according to some, outright forbidden (Oaks, 1987).  
There have been cases in which individuals were excommunicated for openly questioning 
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the teachings of the church leaders (Haglund, 2012; Johnson, 1993).  The participants 
each internalized this teaching and, as a result, the act of questioning their beliefs was a 
difficult step.  This questioning led to a great deal of doubt, as well as pressure from 
others to stop questioning their beliefs.   
 The participants were faced with the decision of either continuing in the religion 
and pushing aside the nagging questions or choosing the other path and leaving the LDS 
Church.  The three younger participants reported that the decision of whether to go on a 
mission became a very important time in their process of leaving. The LDS Church 
commands its young men to go on a mission at the age of 19.  Young women are not 
required to go, but they have the option of going on a mission if they are unmarried at the 
age of 21.  These ages were recently decreased to age18 for males and 19 for females on 
a voluntary basis (Wrigley, 2012).  It is a big decision to go on an LDS mission as it 
requires a 2-year commitment for males and an 18-month commitment for females.  
During that time they are away from their family and friends and are solely focused on 
teaching non-Mormons about the LDS Church with the goal of converting others to the 
religion.  The decision to go on a mission is taken very seriously and LDS members see 
the decision not to go on a mission as a strong signal that an individual is not strong in 
the religion.  Therefore, as the younger participants were approaching this time in their 
lives the decision of whether to go on a mission, it became almost a deadline for them to 
make a decision regarding their beliefs.  
In their self-published survey, Open Stories Foundation (2012) researchers found 
that 88% of participants reported five or more issues with the LDS Church.  The three 
highest reported matters of concern leading to disaffiliation were losing faith in the 
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church’s doctrine/theology, losing one’s belief after studying church history, and losing 
faith in Joseph Smith.  The participants in this current study reported disagreements 
related to church doctrine, church history, doctrine related to homosexuality, and the 
treatment of women.  As such, these findings were consistent with the research of Open 
Stories Foundation.  The findings were also consistent with Bahr and Albrecht (1989) 
who found that among those who had been faithful in the church left due to issues with 
church doctrine.   
Consequences.  The participants’ decisions to leave the LDS Church led to many internal 
and external consequences.  As previously discussed, Rothbaum (1988) found that when 
an individual leaves a religion that is all encompassing she/he may feel there is no 
foundation to stand on and must create a new identity.  The participants had an average of 
8.2 years into their journey beyond Mormonism and, therefore, did not talk much about 
that beginning process to find their belief system.  However, they did talk about the 
continued difficulty to relinquish some LDS beliefs that continued to cause them distress.   
All participants, including the participant who identified herself as Christian, 
expressed a fear of joining another religion and believing everything they were being 
told.  These findings were consistent with Albrecht and Bahr (1983) and Open Stories 
Foundation (2012), who found that the majority of people who leave the LDS Church 
identify him or her as agnostic or atheist once they leave the LDS church.  Albrecht and 
Bahr (1983) hypothesized that there may be less stigma to leave religion altogether rather 
than join another faith, and that LDS beliefs in teachings in the inadequacies of all other 
faiths may lead former Mormons to choose no religion.  Albrecht and Bahr (1983) noted 
that the proportion of LDS disaffiliates is far higher than disaffiliates from other 
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religions.  The authors speculated as to why this may be the case, stating that the 
participants may continue to hold the LDS belief that no other church is true or may feel 
it is easier to avoid making their decision public by joining another religion.  The fear of 
being misled by religion may be an important factor in an individual’s distancing from 
religion.  This remains a question for further research as the factors are yet unknown. 
 In addition to fear, participants found a new sense of freedom and autonomy 
from the LDS Church and were able to express who they are and to experience many 
things in life that were previously forbidden.  They reported experiencing an increased 
sense of self-assurance and belief in their abilities.   
In terms of external consequences, the participants found their relationships with 
others changed in both positive and negative ways.  Family relationships became more 
challenging and participants expressed feeling distant from their families, as they no 
longer shared the same religious beliefs.  Several participants stated that they lost 
friendships, but they felt their new relationships were much stronger as they felt able to 
connect and to share who they truly were.  
Taken together, the participants’ decisions to leave their religion changed their 
lives in a profound way.  Much like their time in the LDS Church, this decision has 
shaped who they are and will continue to shape their lives.  Open Stories Foundation 
(2012) researchers found that 46% reported moderate to no personal costs associated with 
their disbelief and their disclosure of their beliefs to others and 54% reported a high to 
extremely high personal cost.  These costs were described as being related to spirituality, 
mental health, relationships, and jobs.  Understanding this process and the impact this 
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decision may have on an individual is important in working with clients who have gone 
through this experience.  
Strengths and Limitations 
In reviewing this study it is clear that there are several strengths and limitations.  
One of the most important strengths of this study is that it explored an area of the LDS 
disaffiliation phenomenon not previously studied.  In addition, there is very limited 
research on LDS disaffiliation and this study adds to the literature base.   
As previously noted, data were not gathered to the point of redundancy; therefore, 
one of the limitations of the current study is the inability to state that the data are likely to 
be representative of the LDS disaffiliation experience.  Another limitation of the study is 
the use of the snowball method for finding participants.  This method is useful when 
using the phenomenological method as it helps in finding individuals who meet the 
criteria, however, it may also lead to the sample consisting of only a subset of the 
population of interest.  In terms of the current study, I found individuals who willingly 
volunteered to be participants. Their experiences may be different from those who did not 
choose to volunteer.   
Prior to the beginning of the study, I recognized that it may be difficult finding 
participants; however, I did not anticipate that it would be as difficult as it was. In my 
continued search for research I came across a self-published survey that used what it 
referred to as the “bloggernacle” (Open Stories Foundation, 2012, p. 4), or LDS-themed 
blogs to find participants.  This information may be useful for future research and may 
improve the likelihood of finding participants.  
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In my interviews I came across the issue of self-disclosure with my participants. 
Of the five interviews four of them asked about my interest in the topic or if I had left the 
church.  Upon further thought after the conclusion of my data collection I realized that it 
would have been best to give each participant the same information about myself 
regarding my history in the LDS Church and my own experience in leaving. This is an 
additional limitation to my study. 
The participants of this current study all lived in Utah at the time of the interview.  
It is possible that, given the high percentage of LDS members living in Utah (estimates 
range from 62.2% to over 80%; Canham, 2012) the experience of leaving the LDS 
Church may be different for those not living in an area with a high concentration of LDS 
members.  However, results from the Open Stories Foundation (2012) survey indicated 
that the experience may be similar regardless of where one lives and, therefore, the 
participants in this study may be representative of the experience.  All of the participants 
in this study were raised in the LDS Church; therefore, it is unknown whether their 
experiences would be representative of those who are converts to the church. 
Finally, I chose to exclude individuals who continue to attend church services 
despite their disbelief and, while this may have simplified the data interpretation, I may 
have excluded potential participants unnecessarily.  Open Stories Foundation (2012) 
included individuals who continue to attend church services despite their disbelief and, 
given the results, it does not appear that the process was significantly different, other than 
how they handle their disbelief.   
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Future Research 
Given the difficulties that individuals may face when leaving the LDS Church, it 
would be of beneficial for psychologists to gain a greater understanding of this 
experience.  This knowledge would assist therapists in working with clients who may 
have made this decision and are facing the consequences as it can inform the therapist on 
the issues that may be particular to this experience.  This knowledge also leads 
psychologists to a greater understanding of how religion impacts the lives of individuals 
and therefore leads to a greater understanding of human behavior.  The results of this 
dissertation and previous research indicates that As has been noted several times, this is a 
new field of study with limited research and given the recent rise in disaffiliation further 
research is needed to understand LDS disaffiliation.  As previously noted, the rate of 
disaffiliation is not fully known, nor are the factors that are leading to the possible 
increase in youth disaffiliation.  It is yet unclear how disaffiliation of life-long members 
differs from that of converts and what determines whether an individual is likely to stay 
in the religion despite their disbelief.   
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Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
1. Study Title 
Leaving Zion: The experience of disaffiliation from the LDS Church 
2. Study Personnel 
Name Tonya Gardner, M.S. James Lane, Ph.D. 
Role Doctoral Student Investigator Faculty Advisor 
Institution Pacific University Pacific University 
Program School of Professional Psychology 
School of Professional 
Psychology 
Email  gard5217@pacificu.edu lanejb@pacificu.edu 
Telephone  (503)840-2053 (503)352-7323 
 
3. Study Invitation, Purpose, Location, and Dates 
You are invited to participate in a research study on the experience of leaving the LDS Church. 
The project has been approved by the Pacific University IRB and will be completed by August 
2012. The study will take place in a private location that is convenient for you. The results of this 
study will be used to inform the mental health community about the impact of leaving the LDS 
Church.  
4. Participant Characteristics and Exclusionary Criteria  
Participants will be chosen based on several criteria including; age 18 or older, who have 
voluntarily chosen to leave the LDS Church. Individuals will not be chosen to participate if they 
are under the age of 18, currently attend the LDS Church voluntarily, or those who have been 
asked to leave the LDS Church through either ex-communication or dis-fellowship.  
 
Pacific University 
Institutional Review Board 
Proposal to Conduct Human Subjects Research 
2043 College Way 
Forest Grove, OR 97116 
FWA: 00007392 IRB: 00004173 
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5. Study Materials and Procedures  
This study will include approximately 3-6participants. Those who choose to participate will be 
asked to choose a private, confidential setting for the interview. If this is not a possibility the 
Primary Investigator will find an appropriate setting. The participants will be asked to answer 
several demographic and background information. Participants will then be interviewed about 
their experience leaving the LDS Church and the impact this decision has had on several 
aspects of their life. The interviews will may last 1-2 hours. There are no costs to the 
participants associated with this study.  
6. Risks, Risk Reduction Steps and Clinical Alternatives 
a. Unknown Risks:  
It is possible that participation in this study may expose you (or an embryo or fetus, if you are or 
become pregnant) to currently unforeseeable risks. 
b. Anticipated Risks and Strategies to Minimize/Avoid: 
It is possible that as you discuss your experiences in leaving the LDS Church this may bring up 
negative memories and emotions. If this does occur you may stop the interview at any time.  
c. Advantageous Clinical Alternatives: 
This study does not involve experimental clinical trials.  
7. Adverse Event Handling and Reporting Plan  
The IRB office will be notified by the next normal business day if minor adverse events occur 
(e.g. emotional distress) and will be handled as follows: The participant will be given appropriate 
referrals for mental health providers for further assistance.   
8. Direct Benefits and/or Payment to Participants  
a. Benefit(s):   
This study is non-beneficial.  
b. Payment(s) or Reward(s): 
Participants will not be paid for their participation. 
9. Promise of Privacy  
The personal information of the participants will be kept confidential. The Primary Investigator 
will collect and analyze all data in the study. The identifying information about each client will not 
be included in the transcriptions of the interviews. These transcripts will be also be analyzed by 
a research assistant to check for thematic accuracy. This student will not have access to any 
identifying information. 
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If a participant were to disclose child abuse or threat to harm her/himself or others the Primary 
Investigator may break confidentiality and report this to the appropriate authorities.  
10. Medical Care and Compensation In the Event of Accidental Injury 
During your participation in this project it is important to understand that you are not a Pacific 
University clinic patient or client, nor will you be receiving complete mental health care as a 
result of your participation in this study.  If you are injured during your participation in this study 
and it is not due to negligence by Pacific University, the researchers, or any organization 
associated with the research, you should not expect to receive compensation or medical care 
from Pacific University, the researchers, or any organization associated with the study.  
11. Voluntary Nature of the Study  
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with 
Pacific University.  If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or 
withdraw at any time without prejudice or negative consequences. If you choose to withdraw 
after beginning the study your data will be destroyed and will not be used in the study.  
12. Contacts and Questions 
The Primary Researcher will be happy to answer any questions you may have at any time 
during the course of the study. If you are not satisfied with the answers you receive, please call 
Pacific University’s Institutional Review Board, at (503) 352-1478 to discuss your questions or 
concerns further. If you become injured in some way and feel it is related to your participation in 
this study, please contact the investigators and/or the IRB office.  All concerns and questions 
will be kept in confidence. 
13. Statement of Consent  
 Yes No 
   I am 18 years of age or over. 
   All my questions have been answered.  
   I have read and understand the description of my participation duties 
   I have been offered a copy of this form to keep for my records. 
   I agree to participate in this study and understand that I may withdraw at any time                
    without consequence.  
   I give permission for the researcher to gather audio data for analysis 
 
 
Participant’s Signature                                                                                            Date 
Investigator’s Signature                                                                                           Date 
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14. Participant Contact Information 
This contact information is required in case any issues arise with the study and participants 
need to be notified and/or to provide participants with the results of the study if they wish.  
Would you like to have a summary of the results after the study is completed?  ____Yes ___No 
Participant’s Name (Please Print)     _________________________  
Street Address             _________________________  
Telephone              _________________________  
Email                 _________________________ 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
55 
 
Appendix B 
Demographic Questions: 
What is your age? 
What is your ethnicity? 
What is your socioeconomic status? 
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Appendix C 
Interview Questions: 
Are you a convert to the LDS church? 
 If yes, how many years have you been a member? 
How long has your family been involved in the religion? 
Interview Questions: 
What was your experience in the LDS church? 
Possible follow-up: What did you like about the church? 
Possible follow-up: What did you dislike about the church? 
What has been your experience of leaving the LDS church? 
Possible follow-up: Tell me about the process of choosing to leave the church. 
Possible follow-up: How did your friends and family respond? 
Possible follow-up: What impact has this decision had on your life?  
Possible follow-up: Tell me about the benefits of choosing to leave the church. 
Possible follow-up: Tell me about any regrets you’ve had about your decision. 
What are your current religious/spiritual beliefs, if any? 
 
 
 
 
 
